An approach to neck pain for the family physician.
Neck pain is a common presentation in general practice. Nevertheless, recommendations for the investigation and management of neck pain lack a strong evidence base and are predominantly extrapolated from low back pain studies. This review provides an investigation and treatment paradigm to help primary care physicians assess and manage cervical spine pain. Although sinister causes of neck pain are rare, clinicians must be mindful of red flags that may indicate serious pathology. The medical interview, rather than the physical examination, remains the most critical step in determining the likely cause of cervical spine pain, whereas biochemical tests and imaging are not part of routine assessment. The classification of neck pain into acute or chronic patterns, extrapolated from the low back pain literature, may help stratify the need for intervention and the likely prognosis of neck pain. A more concerted research effort is needed to help better understand and develop evidence-based guidelines for the management of neck pain.